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and its relatives, Sphaeromeria, Triticeae, Leucopoa, Salix, and Heracleum , among 
others). 

A similarly excellent flora of the Black Hills of Wyoming and South Dakota was 
published earlier by the Dorns (1977) and is a real bargain ($1.50 if ordered with the 
Montana flora). This “local” flora of 1260 species contains 80% of the flora of South 
Dakota and 59% of the flora of Wyoming.— Jack Major, Botany Department, Uni¬ 
versity of California, Davis 95616. 


Avert Nelson of Wyoming. By Roger L. Williams, xii + 407 pp. Colorado Associated 
University Press, Boulder, CO 80309. 1984. $29.50. ISBN 0-87081-147-9. 

This scholarly book is more than a biography of Aven Nelson. It is a brief history 
of systematic botany from about 1895 to 1945. It describes university life, particularly 
in the West, for this same period, and it touches on state politics. It also includes 
abbreviated biographies of many of Nelson’s students. 

The author, a historian specializing in French history, has taken the time to become 
familiar with the science of systematic botany to the point of personally collecting 
and identifying plants. This familiarity is reflected in his writing, yet he frequently 
provides helpful comments for those who are not taxonomists. 

Those who know, or know of, the personalities in systematic botany from Nelson’s 
time will easily relate to the book. Those who do not may find parts somewhat dry 
reading but should find the author’s periodic reflections of interest. One example: 
“The posture of perfectionism, in academia, usually masks either indolence or fear.” 
Teachers and researchers who read the book will see how well off they really are. 
Students can discover the qualities for success, qualities that are not taught in the 
university. 

Aven Nelson was one of the first six faculty members at the newly-established 
University of Wyoming in 1887. His formal training was in English, but the University 
mistakenly hired two English professors. He had an interest in natural history, so he 
was appointed Professor of Biology. He founded the Rocky Mountain Herbarium 
and developed it in his spare time to be the largest in the interior West and one 
recognized world-wide. Nelson was instrumental in founding the Colorado-Wyoming 
Academy of Science and the American Society of Plant Taxonomists and served as 
the first president of each. He was the first interior westerner to be elected president 
of the Botanical Society of America. He was forced to retire at age 83 when the 
university instituted a mandatory limited service plan. Nelson was rewarded for his 
55 years of service to the school, including 5 years as its president, with a pension 
of $1500 per year. 

The book also gives insight into personalities of other systematic botanists of 
Nelson’s time including E. L. Greene, P. A. Rydberg, B. L. Robinson, M. L. Femald, 
N. L. Britton, J. N. Rose, M. E. Jones, J. M. Coulter, L. M. Underwood, W. Trelease, 
T. S. Brandegee, and A. A. Heller. It provides a basic history of the development of 
an International Code of Botanical Nomenclature, a valuable asset for students ma¬ 
joring in systematics. The controversies are portrayed better here by Williams than 
they are, for example, in G. H. M. Lawrence’s treatment in Taxonomy of Vascular 
Plants. The battle between the conservatives at the Gray Herbarium and the New 
York “radicals” frequently surfaces. There is also the struggle of western botanists 
trying to break free from the dominance of the eastern schools, just as the eastern 
botanists struggled with Europeans at an earlier date. Once, when M. L. Femald 
strongly suggested to Nelson that he should come back East for study before describing 
new species and offered an invitation. Nelson wrote back, “I wish it were possible 
for me to accept it at once and to spend much time within the walls of the Gray 
Herbarium .... One cannot always do as he would, but must do as he can.” 

In compiling the New Manual of Botany of the Central Rocky Mountains (1909), 
Nelson was forced to rethink the matter of what constitutes a species for all practical 
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purposes. He moved toward conservatism by reducing to synonymy 1788 species 
names. Most botanists were becoming concerned with the excessive splitting of species 
that was taking place, so Nelson’s lead was well received. 

The book is concluded with two appendices listing Nelson’s proposed new genera, 
species, and varieties along with their current status and his botanical and horticultural 
publications. 

Biographies of earlier botanists like Thomas Nuttall and Asa Gray help us under¬ 
stand botanical activities of the 19th century. Williams has given us an excellent 
addition for a succeeding period.— Robert D. Dorn, P.O. Box 1471, Cheyenne, WY. 


